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Abnahme einer Totenmaske
Mag dieses Werk mit eingelernten Griffen
den Alltag und das kahle Handwerk streifen,
wir müssen doch, im Innersten ergriffen,
die Weihe des Geschehens from begreifen.
Der schlichte Former wird mit einem Male
Erzengel, der an Gottes Stelle handelt.
Der Weiße Erdenbrei in irdner Schale
ist wundervoll in Ewigkeit verwandelt.
Nun taucht der Tote die erstarrten Züge,
die keine Zeit verändernd mehr erfahren,
in heldenhafter Abkehr von der Lüge
ins Wahre, zu unendlichem Bewahren.
Nun ist dies Antlitz frei vom Zwang der Stunden,
durch vielen Ausdruck prüfend hinzueilen.
Nun ist das ewige Angesicht gefunden,
darauf die ewigen Augen Gottes weilen.
Casting of a Death Mask
May this work with well-learned gestures,
be familiar with the day-to-day and mundane craft,
we have to still, gripped inside,
piously comprehend the solemnity of the occasion.
The humble molder becomes all of a sudden
archangel, who acts instead of god
the white and worldly gruel in earthenware
is transformed miraculously into eternity.
Now the dead man transforms his frozen features,
which will no longer be transformed by time,
in heroic avowal of falsehood
to truth, to eternal conservation.
Now his countenance is free from the constraints of time,
to hurry through many expressions seeking approval.
Now the eternal aspect has been found,
on which rest the everlasting eyes of god.

Friedrich Ernst Peters, Der gute Tod – Mach dir sein Bild zu eigen. Hoffmann und Campe
Verlag, Hamburg, 1958.
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Introduction
The human attempt to freeze time at the moment of death, to win the battle
against the decay that it inevitably brings upon its victims, is as old as civilization itself.
It goes back to ancient Egyptian mummifications and mummy portraits, Chinese imperial
tomb figures meant to protect and entertain the emperor in his afterlife, or the production
of wax figures or Effigies to commemorate clerics and aristocrats. Justified by religious
belief, survival was often equated with the continued existence of the corporeal body, or,
as André Bazin remarks in his seminal essay on the Ontology of the Photographic Image,
“by providing a defense against the passage of time [...] a basic psychological need [is
satisfied] in men, for death is but the victory of time.”1
During the Weimar Republic, an era in which the photo book enjoyed enormous
popularity, three books that share the morbid subject of death masks, were published in
short intervals and immediately enjoyed enormous popularity. The three publications Das
Ewige Antlitz (The Eternal Countenance) (Ernst Benkard 1926), Totenmasken (Death
Masks) (Richard Langer 1927), and Das Letzte Gesicht (The Last Countenance) (Egon
Friedell 1929) serve as an underpinning of the cultural and philosophical investigation of
death mask photography, which shall be the focus of this thesis. Why did the centuriesold tradition of making a cast of a person’s face at the moment of death spark such
sudden interest among photographers and audience alike at this specific point in time?
How did, in particular the first of the three publications (Das Ewige Antlitz) impact
contemporaneous thought and writing and vice versa? And what does the duplicated
indexicality that a photograph of a cast (an imprint of an imprint) mean for human
1

André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Film Quarterly 13,
no. 4 (1960): 4.
1

perception in general, and for our understanding of its subject, death, in particular? These
are a few of the questions I shall unravel throughout the following pages.
The years following the Great War marked a tumultuous and transformational
time in Europe. Most European empires and monarchies had dissolved, borders had
shifted, republics were founded, and treaties that decided people’s nationalities were
signed behind closed doors. The reality Germany faced during the years in between wars
was multi-faceted. In the fifteen years of its existence, from 1918 to 1933, people of the
Weimar Republic were confronted with numerous hardships, including hyperinflation,
political extremism, or the highly contentious relationships with the victors of the Great
War. From 1923 to 1929, however, the country experienced a period of relative stability,
known in Germany as the Goldene Zwanziger, or Golden Twenties. During this time,
advancing technologies in both mechanical reproduction and photography had a
tremendous impact on the republic’s visual culture. A media-boom defined the era and
caused a flood of images from photography and film to upend conventional models of
cultural literacy.2 The public’s demand for illustrated magazines grew exponentially and
the market for photo books was an extension of that tendency. To Lázló Moholy-Nagy,
author of the groundbreaking publication Malerei, Fotografie, Film (Painting,
Photography, Film) photography was not only a mechanical process of recording but also
the basis of perception in the modern world. He considered the human eye inadequate to
interact with the simultaneity and fast pace of the modern world. Photography, MoholyNagy proposed, completes or supplements our natural optical apparatus. It also provides a

2

Patrizia McBride, "Narrative Resemblance: The Production of Truth in the Modernist
Photobook of Weimar Germany," New German Critique, no. 115 (2012), 169.
2

new system of visual communication that is superior to the spoken word, he argued, for it
exceeds its capacity to comprehend the present time in all its complexities.3
In response to the new abundance of images that circulated during the Weimar
Republic, the Bilderflut, two phenomena emerged. On the one hand, the impulse to
document, categorize, and archive circulating images gained increasing significance.
Because an isolated photograph without accompanying caption or the context of a
sequence can be interpreted ambiguously, there’s an incoherency inherent to the medium
of photography, which created a demand for definition. Publications such as August
Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit (Face of our Time) (1929), or Erna Lendvai-Dircksen’s Das
Deutsche Volksgesicht (The Face of the German People) (1932) speak to both of these
tendencies. Their visual archives of German types were two of many published during the
last years of the Weimar Republic. Their titles showcase not only an inclination to bring
order into the chaos of visual abundance but also Weimar Germany’s confidence in the
pseudo-science of physiognomy, for which earlier studies such as those by Charles Le
Brun or Johann Kaspar Lavater had laid the groundwork for.4 The attempt to create
physiognomic categories of people was inspired by the belief, widely shared by
intellectuals across the political spectrum, that the social and cultural conditions of an era
are reflected in peoples’ faces and demeanor. Physiognomy was a crucial means by
which photographers and critics attempted to diagnose the symptoms of the social and
economic crisis that shook the country after its brief period of prosperity.
3

Lázló Moholy-Nagy. Malerei, Fotografie, Film. (München: Albert Langen Verlag,
1927), 22.
4

See Le Brun’s Méthode pour apprendre à dessiner les passions (1698) and Lavater’s
Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis und Menschenliebe
(1775)
3

Aforementioned photo book publications helped establishing the idea that a sequence of
images represents a narrative in its own right.
On the other hand, the prevailing photo inflation gave rise to a general value
inflation as well. In The Mass Ornament, a seminal book on Weimar’s mass culture,
cultural critic Siegfried Kracauer wrote: “Never before has a period known so little about
itself. In the hands of the ruling society, the invention of illustrated magazines is one of
the most powerful means of organizing a strike against understanding [...] The blizzard of
photographs betrays an indifference toward what the things mean.”5 Books like Albert
Renger-Patzsch’s Die Welt ist Schön (The World is Beautiful) (1928), for instance,
intended to counteract this fear of meaninglessness. Renger-Patzsch aimed to instill
meaning into everyday objects and additionally to reveal underlying visual characteristics
that unite all objects in the world. The three death mask books examined here fulfill both
of these generally existent needs. They categorize the human face and revolve around a
subject that does not require aestheticization in order to acquire meaning. In her essay
“Das ewige Antlitz – Ein Weimarer Totenkult,” Claudia Schmölders argued that the
Weimar death mask books served as a sort of family album to Germans, trying to
reconcile their audience with its own history.6
A dialogue with the typologizing gaze was omnipresent throughout the works of
German photographers in the 1920s and 1930s. Helmar Lerski’s Köpfe des Alltags,
published in 1931, exemplifies this tendency (Figure 1). Lerski presents portraits of
Siegfried Kracauer. “Photography,” in The Mass Ornament Weimar Essays (Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard University. Press, 1995), 58.
5
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Claudia Schmölders, “Das ewige Antlitz – Ein Weimarer Totenkult,” in Gesichter der
Weimarer Republik – Eine physiognomishce Kulturgeschichte (Köln, Dumont, 2000)
250-262.
4

unemployed workers whom the photographer had found outside a Berlin job center and
hired to sit for him. His extreme close-up portraits exploit the expressive features of his
sitters’ faces. Similar to the process of daguerreotypes, in which extended exposure times
were a technical necessity, the photographer, too, made his subjects sit for up to two-hour
periods. Curt Glaser, the director of the Staatliche Kunstbibliothek in Berlin, who later
penned the introduction to Köpfe des Alltags, wrote in his review of a photo exhibition
that included Lerski’s portraits and preceded his book’s publication: “Because the
procedure is difficult and the exposure time cannot be short, [the sitter] relaxes his
features. [The portraits] gain the neutral character that the photographer needs to give
expression to, since it is what he sees in them himself.”7 The quote picks up on the
photographer’s attempt to decode the legibility of the human face in order to create a new
message. His use of artificial lighting and the close cropping of faces stripped his subjects
of individuality and instead presented a generic type. Lerski’s faces thus became the face
of the economic crises of the early 1930s in Germany. Pepper Stetler wrote: “The heads
express no one fixed attribute or emotion. [...] They are rich with facial details, yet they
do not clearly convey emotions, identity, or general characteristics.”8 Furthermore, it is
remarkable, how Lerski’s visual strategies make many of his subjects appear rather mask, or death-mask-like (see fig. 1).
Dramatic cropping, sharp focus, close-ups, and special attention to surface details,
all of which are present in Lerski’s book, are also tenets of a Weimar-era visual style

7

Curt Glaser, “Gezeichnet oder Geknipst,” Berliner Börsen-Courier, (Berlin,
Deutschland), no. 7, Feb. 12, 1930.
8

Pepper Stetler, Stop!Reading!Look! Modern Vision and the Weimar Photographic Book
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015), 181.
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referred to as Neue Sachlichkeit or New Objectivity. It favored a direct and isolationist
approach at the depiction of people and objects and challenged the more abstract and
idealistic tendencies of its precursor, German Expressionism. As its name suggests, Neue
Sachlichkeit focuses on the objective world and can be considered a reaction to the new,
technologized urban landscape. The style is most often associated with portraiture and
naturalistic depictions, reminiscent of the meticulous processes of the Old Masters.
Painters such as Max Beckmann, Otto Dix, and George Grosz were pioneers of New
Objectivity. Nonetheless, due to its representational qualities, photography was
considered the medium best suited to the naturalistic depictions typical for the style. The
success of the death mask too, given that it is cast directly from the face, is determined by
its resemblance to the model. Thus it is linked intrinsically to the emergence of the realist
portrait.
Another form of portraiture, that of post-mortem photography is relevant to
mention at this point. The kinship between death and photography is multifaceted and has
been written about abundantly (Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida, and Thierry de Duve’s
Time Exposure and Snapshot present two of many examples of such writing). Most
immediately, death and photography share the qualities of immobility and silence.
Furthermore, photography, in particular the snapshot, stops time for its subject. The
person who has been photographed does no longer exist in the same way, and thus has
suffered a kind of death. “The melancholy of photography,” photography theorist Roland
Barthes famously wrote in Camera Lucida, “is that it is without future.”9

9

Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida - Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1980), 87.
6

Practiced predominantly during the nineteenth century, the custom of funerary
photography manifests the deeply rooted kinship between photography and death.
Moreover, it expresses the desire to capture truth within a transient moment of passage of
the dead or dying. In contrary to death masks, which in most cases intended to
commemorate a public figure, these photographs were meant for private consumption
predominantly. They served as a grieving aid for those left behind. Though the practice of
photographing the dead has continued to the present day, it had an entirely different
connotation during the nineteenth century, when mortality rates were significantly higher,
and death was regarded an indispensable companion of life.10
Both post-mortem photographs and death masks play an important role in rituals
surrounding death and reflect cultural attitudes towards the dead. In the case of funerary
photography, the final image of a human being came to be considered key to
understanding his or her life. In his essay “Time Exposure and Snapshot“ Thierry de
Duve writes, “[the] portrait (as typified by the funerary image) does not limit its reference
to the particular time when the image was taken, but allows the imaginary reconstruction
of any moment of the life of the portrayed person.”11 In Camera Lucida a grieving
Barthes writes about his search for his dead mother’s essence (“not a figure, but a being;
and not a being, but a quality/a soul: not the indispensable, but the irreplaceable”12) and

10

Jay Ruby, Secure the Shadow: Death and Photography in America (Cambridge: The
MIT Press, 1995) 60.
11

Thierry de Duve, “Time Exposure and Snapshot – The Photograph as Paradox“
October 5 (1978): 123.
12

Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida - Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1980), 75.
7

claims to have found it in a photograph of her as a child. What would Barthes have found
in a funerary portrait or even a death mask of the beloved maternal face?
In his study about mourning and melancholia, Sigmund Freud explains the
necessity of funerary rites and by extension the production of a substitute image that
metonymically replaces the corporeal. He asserts that in the process of mourning, to
overcome one’s suffering over the loss of a loved-one, one ought to transform the nature
of one’s attachment to the lost subject, and learn progressively to love him or her as
dead.13 Funerary rites, such as post-mortem photography, are a means to achieve that
transformation. They are a culmination of the desire to capture a person’s essence and
freeze it in time, or, similar to Christian Metz’s explanation in Photography and Fetish,
“a remembering of the dead, but a remembering as well that they are dead, and that life
continues for others.”14 The image of a lost one, in other words, helps us to remember the
deceased as such and prevents them from a second, spiritual death.
One could argue that the death mask, because of its temporal and geographic
proximity to the deceased (as death touches the person, plaster touches their face) does
not evoke the life of the deceased as much as their actual moment of passage. It does not,
one would assume, provide solace to the spectator as much as it aids a grappling of the
nature of death itself. Indeed, death was omnipresent during the years of the Great War,
one of the deadliest conflicts in human history. Immersed in the trauma of death, a
linkage between death and image became meaningful to artists and writers alike. The
desire to endow the phenomenon of death with meaning was met with Weimar society’s
13

Sigmund Freud. “Mourning and Melancholia,” in On the History of the PsychoAnalytic Movement – Papers on Metapsychology (London: The Hogarth Press, 1914)
14

Christian Metz, “Photography and Fetish,” October 34 (1985): 85.
8

keen interest in the examination thereof. The mnemonic capacity of photography or death
masks made death more approachable and thus qualified the media for this purpose.
Claudia Schmölders argues that the Weimar death mask publications,
furthermore, were part of a reaction to the atrociously disfigured veteran faces, known
from historic press photographs, as well as from paintings by artists such as Dix or Grosz.
The publication of an anti-war pamphlet authored by Ernst Friedrich in 1924 further
supports this claim. Krieg dem Kriege! (War against War!) aimed to show the ‘true face’
of armed combat by depicting numerous photographs of horridly deformed, mask-like
faces and bodies of soldiers injured or killed during the Great War (Figure 2). It seems
plausible that the public would sigh in relief when confronted with death in a less
atrocious form, such as, for instance, the famous death mask of L’inconnue de la Seine
(The Unknown of the Seine), included in two of three of the publications studied here.
L’inconnue de la Seine depicts an unidentified girl that had been pulled from the river
Seine in 1880 and brought to the Paris morgue where a mask of its beautiful face was
cast. Despite critical voices that doubt the mask’s authenticity, the public has been
particularly fond of its image. In fact, its slightly mischievous, yet peaceful and utterly
moving facial expression gave it the poignant nickname Mona Lisa of the little man
(Figure 3).15
The effect a photograph of a death mask can have can be further examined by
means of the example of Blaise Pascal’s death mask (Figure 4). Number eleven in
Benkard’s Das Ewige Antlitz, Pascal’s mask appears to have been mounted on a wall
when photographed. Its light grey, smooth surface stands in stark contrast to the chiseled
15

Anne-Gaelle Saliot, The Drowned Muse: Casting the Unknown Woman of the Seine
Across the Tides of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015)
9

face of the subject. Shadows below the deceased’s eyebrow arches, as well as between
his high cheekbones and the bottom edge of Pascal’s face, speak to the advanced disease
that had ravaged his body before death. Unevenly protruding pouches under his eyes and
the sunken flesh covering his chin further indicate the man’s poor health toward the end
(and supposedly throughout a majority) of his life. The philosopher and mathematician
died in agonizing pain yet his death mask does not translate this suffering. The overall
expression on the depicted face is not that of tension or agony, but that of relief. His high
forehead is smooth and does not show the creases a recent battle against the intolerable
physical pain would have left it in. His lips are not pressed together, but rest tenderly
upon each other. His eyes seem to have been shut so lightly that one expects them to open
again at any moment. This countenance, Emanuel Alloa affirms in his essay Bare
Exteriority: Philosophy of the Image and the Image of Philosophy in Martin Heidegger
and Maurice Blanchot, “has transcended physical contingency and represents faith in
salvation.”16 Thus, the image embodies not the empirically suffering Pascal, but rather
the concept of pain and the moment in which it vanishes. Because it “appears in a space
between empirical sensory diversity and a rational unity of concepts,” Alloa continues,
the death mask is capable of conserving something as transient as the moment in which
the body exhales the soul once and for all.17 It freezes the very moment in which a
person’s Dasein perishes and thereby sums up the phenomenon’s essence.
What one encounters in the photography books in question are photographs of
death masks – imprints of imprints, so to speak. This doubling effect deserves extra
16

Emanuel Alloa. “Bare Exteriority: Philosophy of the Image and the Image of
Philosophy in Martin Heidegger and Maurice Blanchot.“ Colloquy, 10 (2005): 73.
17

Ibid, 73.
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attention, for on the one hand it unifies the only two indexical forms of visual
representation (excluding the moving image), and on the other, it involves a two-folded
process of documentation. The index here can be defined in the terms of Charles Sanders
Peirce, who referred to it as the process of semiosis in which the signifier is bound to the
referent by an actual contiguity in the world. Smoke, for instance, is an index of fire and a
photograph is an index of what was, but no longer exists in the way it did when
photographed. The photographic image also, according to André Bazin, becomes, by
nature of its process of formation, the object itself. In other words, its indexical quality
“frees the object from the conditions of time and space that govern it.”18 He insists that
photography does not in fact create eternity, but instead embalms time, thus saving the
subject from its corruption.19 Benkard, in his publication, describes his death masks as the
“gatekeeper between death and life; the last effigy of a person; his eternal
countenance.”20 It could be argued that the aspect of eternity is bestowed upon Benkard’s
masks, and the others studied here, not by nature of their existence as such, but because
they are presented to the viewer’s gaze through the medium of photography. At the very
least, the mode of presentation amplifies the effect of the object presented.
Another viewpoint that slightly differs from Bazin’s but is relevant to this subject
is that of Siegfried Kracauer. In his writings about photography, he focuses on the
relationship between photography and history. He points out that the medium’s quality
lays in its presentation of a spatial continuum, while its deficiency is an incapability to
18

André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Film Quarterly 13,
no. 4 (1960): 6.
19

Ibid, 7.

20

Ernst Benkard, Das Ewige Antlitz (Berlin: Frankfurter Verlagsanstalt, 1926)
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convey historical specificity. “Not the knowledge of the original, but the spatial
configuration of a moment” is made visible, according to Kracauer.21 Unlike the memory
image, the photographic image fails to encompass the essence of the object it depicts, but
instead refers to the moment in time at which it was taken. This moment, however, does
not continue to bear general significance, other than for those involved with the depicted
object. Kracauer uses the example of a portrait of someone’s grandmother, to illustrate
his point: “All right, so it is the grandmother, but in reality it is any girl in 1864. The girl
smiles continuously, always the same smile, the smile is arrested yet no longer refers to
the life from which it has been taken.”22 Thus he concludes that while of course the
photograph bears likeness, it does not suffice to reconstruct the grandmother, at least not
without the company of an oral tradition.
Kracauer’s view fundamentally differs from that of Barthes. According to the
former, it is not the grandmother’s essence that is conserved in the photograph, but time
itself. Duration uses the image’s details to make a case for itself. Kracauer distinguishes
between the memory image and the photographic image. The latter, he claims, is
equivalent to the efforts of historicism, which intends to provide a temporal continuum
whereas photography provides a spatial continuum. Memory, in contrast, “encompasses
neither the entire spatial appearance of a state nor its entire temporal course.”23 Our
memories are constituted of what is personally significant to us. Did Barthes waste his
time when he desperately combed through his dead mother’s photographs in search of her
21

Siegfried Kracauer. “Photography,” in The Mass Ornament Weimar Essays
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ. Press, 1995) 56.
22

Ibid, 48.
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essence? Is the last, true image of a person a person’s history, as it is constituted by their
survivor’s memory (meant to be meaningful, rather than complete)?
The protagonist of Italo Calvino’s short story The Adventure of a Photographer
tried to tackle the conundrum of photography’s integrity in this way: “Whatever person
you decide to photograph, or whatever thing, you must go on photographing it always,
exclusively, at every hour of the day and night. Photography has a meaning only if it
exhausts all possible images.”24 What Kracauer would have explained to the tormented
soul is that it is not the knowledge of the photographed person that reveals itself in a
photograph, but the spatial configuration of a moment. “What appears in the photograph
is not the person but the sum of what can be subtracted from him or her.”25 When finally
Calvino’s photographer begins to grasp the unfeasibility of his quest (mostly because the
girl he had been photographing obsessively had had enough of him after all), he turned to
a different strategy. To capture temporality from a greater vantage point, he rips up the
photographs he had taken and begins to re-photograph them against the backdrop of news
photographs. Thus he begins to photograph photographs.
With this in mind, I am now returning to photography of death masks. Here, too,
one deals with a two-folded documentation. While the mask conveys likeness (for it is a
face mold) and commemorates the moment in which the bearer of the face ceased to exist
(for it is a death mask), the photograph thereof emphasizes its historic significance. This
dyadic process lifts the photograph out of temporal isolation into the realm of history. A

24

Italo Calvino, “Adventure of a Photographer,” in Difficult Loves and Other Stories,
(Boston, New York, Mariner Books 2017), 72.
25

Siegfried Kracauer. “Photography,” in The Mass Ornament Weimar Essays
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ. Press, 1995) 57.
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shift in one’s perception takes place when looking at these images. One is not only
looking at the face of the deceased, but at the face of death altogether. Or, according to
Kracauer’s terminology, the subject of the death mask lifts the photograph out of its
temporal limitation into historic specificity. The photographic image merges with that of
the memory image. Continuity is no longer fragmented and meaningfulness is bestowed
upon a medium that would otherwise arguably be deprived of such. When Susan Sontag
distinguishes between experience and information, the latter constituting the realm of
photography, photographs of death masks present, I believe, a combination of both.
What does that mean in application to the photographs of death masks and the
general fascination with them? One could assume that it was not the commemoration of
the deceased person but that of the essence of the moment of death itself, which
contributed to the popularity of this type of photography. The two-folded character of the
documentation of the moment in which one ceases to exist reinforced its examination and
imbued the phenomenon of death with a meaning that transcends its historical
circumstances.
The first chapter provides an overview of the history of the death mask and its
trajectory from funerary rite paraphernalia to object of veneration. The second chapter
focuses on the physiognomical inclination during the Weimar years and how it impacted
the success of death mask photo books. Chapter three compares and contrasts the three
Weimar death mask publications Das Ewige Antlitz, Totenmasken, and Das Letzte
Gesicht. Lastly, chapter four is dedicated to the philosophical aspect of death mask
photography, concentrating in particular on Kant’s schematism and Martin Heidegger’s

14

investigation thereof, through the employment of a photograph / death mask / photograph
of the death mask analogy.
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Chapter 1. History of the death mask –
from byproduct of funerary rites to collectable
Funerary rites involving the production of a death mask are one of many
manifestations of humanity’s ambition to win its oldest argument with the Grim Reaper the “preservation of life by a representation of life.”26 The practice of creating a mask of
a deceased person’s face is believed to have had its genesis in late Antiquity. The first
surviving example dates to the late second century and was discovered during the
construction of a railway station in 1874 in Lyon, France. There, workers stumbled upon
a toppled Roman funerary stele that marked the grave of a ten-year-old girl, identified by
an inscription. Inside the casket, which was found nearby, an oval disk, convex on one
side, concave on the other, had been placed at the feet of a skeleton. Though a worker’s
pick nearly destroyed the artifact, art history owes it to the flash of wit of one of the
supervisors that the peculiar object was left to posterity after all. A fair amount of art
historical dispute erupted thereafter, over whether or not the facial imprint came into
existence through a natural deposit of material and would thus be equivalent to, for
instance, the victims of Pompeian petrification.27 Nonetheless, art historians finally
agreed that what was unearthed here was indeed the intentionally crafted, post-mortem
molding of a human face (Figure 5). Whether it is the girl’s own face remains to be
determined, for once anthropologists cast a convex mask, the face that appeared seemed
to belong to a bearer older than ten. Since the grave’s stele did indicate that both mother
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and daughter were buried here, art historian Patrick Crowley argued that the death mask
may have been that of the girl’s mother and may have served as a substitute for the
mother’s missing bodily remains.28
A second death mask that dates back to Antiquity was discovered through yet
another lucky coincidence. During the construction of a tram station in Paris in the 1980s,
workers unearthed the sarcophagus of an infant skeleton, in which a plaster mold of the
infants face was found on top of its skull. As was the case in the Lyon discovery, the find
was met with various archeological interpretations. For instance, in his Revue
Archéologique report about the excavation, archeologist Robert de Lasteyrie suggested
that the mold was not a handmade mold, but “the formation of a stray mass of excess
mortar that had fallen onto the face ‘par un hasard singulier’ (by a strange chance) when
the lid was squished onto the body of the sarcophagus, thus preserving for all time the
delicate features of the infant that [was later called] the petit Parisien.”29 Further material
analysis, however, made clear that here too, we are dealing with an intentionally made
death mask. Though one can only speculate why there was such scholarly resistance to
accept the death masks for what they were, it may have to do with the feeling of intimacy
the cast of a past life establishes. Whether for a scholar or a construction worker, it can be
difficult to fathom that one is looking at the face mold of a person (a child) who has died
almost two thousand years ago.
Another justification for scholarly doubt may be that Roman death masks were
28
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mostly associated with so-called Images Maiorum, which differ from the two French
masks in several ways. This Roman custom of making and displaying wax images of
ancestors belonged to an earlier tradition of the Roman Republic. Furthermore, they were
cast from living subjects, as opposed to later post-mortem facial moldings. Lastly, class
and gender based privileges differentiated the pre-mortem from the post-mortem Roman
tradition. The Image Maiorum was the exclusive prerogative of male nobility, which are
two attributes inapplicable to both the ten-year-old girl from Lyon and the petit Parisien.
During the fourteenth century death mask making became a wide spread tradition
among European aristocracy. Its purpose, initially, was to aid the production of
paraphernalia for funerary rites of kings and queens. For instance, to mourn a deceased
king in fifteenth-century-France, so-called Effigies, or wax mannequins of the monarch
were created post-mortem. The court painter was sent for to take casts of the dead king’s
face and hands. A life-sized doll was then produced out of wax, hay, and the king’s real
hair. It was dressed, crowned, and endued with the imperial regalia. The Effigies were
sent on a mourning tour that began at court, at the Salle d’honneur, and ended, after a
procession through the streets of Paris and a stopover at Notre Dame, at the abbey of St.Denis.30 In some instances, while still at court, the ruler’s wax likeness was propped up
onto a throne and exhibited for weeks so that members of the court could pay their
respects. This elaborate death cult, in which the death mask was nothing but a technical
detail, a byproduct, was practiced in France until after the revolution. One of the last
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European royal Effigies known to us was that of Frederick Wilhelm I of Prussia. It was
created in 1740 to symbolize the extension of the monarch’s rule beyond his death.31
Throughout most parts of Europe, it was not until the seventeenth century that the
function of and attitude toward the death mask changed and that it became an object of
autonomous value. After centuries in which the death mask served as a mere means to
produce portraits, busts, or effigies, it became its own medium with the rare capacity of
unifying the king and the commoner into a classless vessel waiting to be filled with
contemplations of countless generations to come. The majority of death masks known
today derive from the nineteenth century, from Italy, France, and England. They entered
the cultural practices of bourgeoisie due to the efforts of Maria Grossholz, better known
as Madame Tussaud. The daughter of a prestigious family of executioners, Madame
Tussaud is said to have cast masks of French revolutionaries such as Marat and
Robespierre, and of other decapitated victims of the guillotine. From the early eighteenth
century up until the twentieth century, European police authorities routinely cast death
masks from executed criminals. Around 1780, Madame Tussaud used her death masks as
aids to create life-size wax figures of her revolutionaries and criminals, and exhibited
them at her “Cabinet d’horreurs” in Paris. 32 On the one hand, the success of Tussaud’s
panopticon and of those that followed shortly thereafter in other European cities can be
traced back to a public interest in death and sensation at the time. On the other hand, it
can be understood in relation to the period’s emerging interest in physiognomy, which
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also contributed to the increased interest in death masks at the turn of the century, as is
elaborated in the next chapter.
Driven by the search for an inner truth that reveals itself through a face, people
found the idea that what you look like says something about who you are simply
irresistible. This basic concept was popularized through the pseudo-science of
phrenology, which considered the shape of the human skull the embodiment of a man’s
personality. The head hunt of phrenologists and the attempt to ascribe personality traits to
skull shapes gave rise to dangerous racist ideologies and ludicrous assumptions about a
so-called master race. The accumulation of thousands of skulls and death masks of
famous (and infamous) historical figures, however, is owed mostly to the practice of the
pseudo-science of phrenology during the late eighteen hundreds. (The Anatomical
Museum of the University of Edinburgh, for example, owns one of the most substantial
collections of death masks, which originally was the property of the Edinburgh
Phrenological Society.)
With a few exceptions, the death mask as an autonomous object did not enter the
realm of aesthetic appreciation until the twentieth century. Laurence Hutton, a collector
with a infatuation for death masks, constituted one of those exceptions. It was rather by
serendipity that the American essayist and critic first got his hands on a group of death
masks during the late nineteenth century in New York. They had been discarded by
“unsympathetic and unappreciative heirs” of the original owners and were found in
Tompkins Square by a little boy who later offered them for sale to a dealer of
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phrenological casts, from whom Hutton acquired them.33 Intrigued by the peculiar
aesthetic of the objects, he began to seek out more specimens and started what is known
as the first comprehensive collection of death masks, now in the collection of the
Princeton University Library. In 1894, Hutton published a photo book that exhibited the
marbles of his meanwhile rather comprehensive collection of masks. In the introduction
he wrote: “This is an Exhibition of Portraits, not a Phrenological Lecture. I shall try to
show how these men and women looked, in life and in death, not why they happened to
look as they did; and I shall dwell generally upon their brains, occasionally upon their
bones, but only incidentally upon their bumps.”34 He included pictures of masks of Dante
Alighieri, Shakespeare, Jean-Paul Marat, Napoleon, George Washington, Abraham
Lincoln, and many more. Each photograph is accompanied by a short anecdote about
either the genesis of the death mask, its fate thereafter, or its bearer’s biography.
Hutton’s Portraits in Plaster was one of the first instances in which the medium
of photography came together with that of death masks, to meet in the subgenre of death
mask photography. The association of the two media, however, lies in the nature of their
process. To prevent cadaveric rigidity from setting in and thus deforming the familiar
features, the death mask has to be cast immediately after its ‘sitters’ passing. First a large
bowl of thin plaster is to be cast onto the face, only a few millimeters thick. Then a thread
is placed vertically over forehead, nose, mouth and chin. As soon as the concave mold
has dried, numerous convex masks can be cast from it (Figure 6).
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The distinction between the two stages of the death mask production process is
relevant to emphasize here. Both, concave impressions and convex casts are referred to as
death masks. It is important, however, to distinguish between direct impression and
subsequent image. The convex/concave proportional composition of the cast suggests a
comparison to the negative/positive process of photography.
André Bazin, for instance, compared the two media. He considered the quality of
impressionability the common denominator between the two media and regarded
photography as “the taking of an impression, by the manipulation of light.”35 Though
Bazin aimed to emphasize the quality of self-generation with his juxtaposition, it is only
partially accurate and thus to be considered with caution. The photo negative produces a
tonal reversal in the structure of the image only – there is no actual impression on the
sensitized paper or plate, no three-dimensional matrix is produced. Nonetheless, both,
cast and photograph, do share the attributes of seriality (or reproducibility) and
indexicality, for in both instances subsequent images can be produced and an indexical
aspect lays in the nature of the process. (ex-pressed by light in the one case, im-pressed
by matter in the other).
The zenith of this alliance between photography and death masks appears to take
place during the 1920s, in Weimar Germany. It is manifested not only in the publication
of three death mask photography books, but also in contemplations of philosophers such
as Martin Heidegger. In 1929, Heidegger published Kant and the Problem of
Metaphysics, (often referred to as his Kant Book) in which he analyzed, among other
concepts, Kant’s schematism. To illuminate the definition of image in schematism and to
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distinguish its three foundational types (Anblick, Abbild, Nachbild – Image or Look, Copy
or likeness, After-image), Heidegger uses the examples of photographs, death masks, and
photographs of death masks. The final chapter of this thesis is dedicated to these
connections and provide sevidence that Heidegger had in fact come across Benkard’s
somewhat contemporaneous publication Das Ewige Antlitz.
Moreover, photographs of death masks, and in particular those in Benkard’s Das
Ewige Antlitz, caught the attention of numerous novelists, including Andre Gide, Louis
Aragon, or Elias Canetti to name only a few. (Figure 7) Some have incorporated masks
from the book into their fiction, others have written about their personal experiences with
the peculiar publication. Canetti, for instance, described his first encounter and
fascination with Benkard’s unusual book in his memoirs Die Fackel im Ohr (The Torch
in my Ear). In the second part of his autobiographical trilogy, the writer remembers his
years as a student in Vienna, where, one day at a colleague’s house, he discovered Das
Ewige Antlitz:
I have never seen death masks: they were something completely new for me. I
sensed that I was close to the moment I knew least about. I accepted the title of
the book, Das Ewige Antlitz, without giving it a second thought. I had always
been fascinated by the variety among human beings; but I had never expected this
variety to intensify into the moment of death. I was also astonished that so many
things can be preserved. Since childhood, I had suffered from the disappearance
of the dead. [...] And now I saw the people with whose thoughts and works I
lived, whom I loved for their deeds, hated for their misdeeds; they were before
me, unchangeable, their eyes closed – as if these eyes could still open, as if
nothing irreparable had happened.36
A more recent example of death mask photography, which I am mentioning for
the sake of comprehensiveness on the one hand, and because it marks the moment in
which the subgenre entered the stage of fine art on the other hand, is that of Man Ray’s
36
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photographs of Amadeo Modigliani’s death mask. After Modigliani died in 1920,
Jacques Lipchitz cast a death mask of his face. Nine years later, Man Ray incorporated it
into his work by photographing it numerous times, both with and without his signature
solarization process (Figure 8). The similarity between Man Ray’s photographs and
Modigliani’s signature style of painting faces is eerie and likely something Man Ray had
intended to highlight.
Toward the end of the twentieth century, in 1989, East German photographer
Rudolf Schäfer published his photo book Der ewige Schlaf: Visages de Morts (The
Eternal Sleep: Faces of Death) (Figure 9). The series of thirteen portraits of recently
deceased hospital patients is reminiscent not only of Weimar death mask books, but also
of typologizing portraiture such as that of August Sander in Antlitz der Zeit, or even more
so Helmar Lerski’s Köpfe des Alltags. The parallel to death mask photography can be
drawn based on Schäfer’s mask-like presentation of his subjects. He used a large-format
camera to depict full-face frontal views of frontally illuminated faces that are surrounded
by white sheets. Their eyes are shut and their features seem relaxed, with a subtle placid
smile on their lips. A quote from Sarah James’s essay “A Socialist Realist Sander?
Comparative Portraiture as a Marxist Model in the German Democratic Republic”
summarizes the comparison between Schäfer’s Visages de Morts and Lerski’s or
Sander’s socialist realist types: “In the collective experience of death only universals
persist.”37
Today death masks experience yet again a small renaissance, but this time outside
of the art market or the collector’s repository. To be able to compete with the private
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funerary market, the city of Vienna started to offer the creation of hand and face
moldings, to be cast immediately after the deceased’s demise. The resulting alabaster
mask is then piously embedded in red velvet, enshrined in a glass box, and sent to the
customer/survivor.
And so it came that, by serendipity, I too first laid eyes on a real death mask at an
acquaintance’s dinner party, a few years ago. I recall that a feeling of serenity overtook
me at the sight of the enshrined mask. I felt as though I had entered into the intimacy of
my friend’s grief for his late grandmother, whose mask I was looking at. The object was
personal. It was my friend’s grandmother indeed. With this thesis in mind, I immediately
snapped a picture of the earthen countenance and when I now go back to this photograph,
its character has transformed entirely (Figure 10). It is not my friend’s grandmother
whom I see, but the notion of death itself. And what I find myself reminded of in this
twofold petrification of time is, of all things, the transience of life.
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Chapter 2. Weimar Faces – the physiognomy craze during the Weimar Republic
“With time the invention of the art of book printing has made the face of man
unreadable [...] Today, all of humanity is on the verge of relearning this utterly
neglected language of expressions and gestures. It is not a substitute for words,
but rather the visual correspondences of the immediately embodied soul.”
-- Béla Balázs, 192638
The obsession with the face during the Weimar Republic derives from more than
just one source. One of the most immediate motifs is the desire for orientation in the
chaotic wake of the Great War. In addition, technological developments in the field of
visual media were part of a force that quite literally reframed the face. Close-ups of faces
in silent film stand on one end of this equation, advancements in the area of photographic
reproduction on the other. Due to the invention of the halftone process, journals included
photographic illustrations as early as the 1880s. Only by the early twentieth century,
however, with the emergence of telegraphic photo transmission, lightweight cameras, and
more cost efficient printing methods, were journals able to adopt illustrations on a mass
scale. Thus the Bilderflut, or flood of images, characterized the experience of Weimar
Germany. According to Siegfried Kracauer, the relevant element in photography is not
what it depicts, but rather what it interrupts - in the context of 1920 Germany, that would
be the sensory overload of modern city life. The qualities of muteness and paralysis that
are inherent to the medium of photography counterbalanced modernity’s overstimulation.
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Or, as Daniel Magilow observed, Weimar Germany’s abundance of photography
represents the paradoxical notion of the “frozen moment of a culture in flux.”39
What Hungarian film critic Béla Balázs refers to so eloquently in the epigraph to
this chapter, is the predominance of text during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century that, he claims, inhibited the ability to communicate in a nonverbal way. Images,
Balázs predicted, will open up a new realm of meaning beyond what can be articulated
verbally, and film will revive bodily expression. Balázs’s statement aligns with MoholyNagy’s hopeful prophecy that “the application of photography must lead in a short time
to the replacement of an important part of literature by film.”40 Moholy-Nagy and many
of his contemporaries considered photography to be a new language that, similar to
Egyptian hieroglyphs, consists of image-symbols instead of words.
The German physiognomic tradition, however, dates back much further than to
the Weimar years. It appeared as early as in antiquity, and was coined most famously by
Swiss Enlightenment thinker Johann Caspar Lavater. Lavater’s seminal work
Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntis und Menschenliebe
or Physiognomic Fragments for the Advancement of Knowledge of, and Love for,
Humanity, (1775) claims that physical appearance corresponds to specific personality
traits of the individual. According to Lavater, profile contours in particular can elucidate
a person’s character. He went so far as to claim that the degree of intelligence can be
mathematically calculated by virtue of a head’s circumference. His Physiognomic
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Fragments contain an eclectic collection of portraits throughout all ages, genders, and
backgrounds. He focuses not on members of specific social classes, but on individual
effigies. A century before Lavater, Charles Le Brun attempted to decipher the
translatability of the human face in France. He was influenced by René Descartes, who
defined the pineal gland, which is located between the eyebrows, as the place where the
soul is attached to the body. Thus Le Brun focused predominantly on the expressivity of
eyebrows in his considerations (Figure 11). While Le Brun, Lavater, and others before
them primarily investigated individual personality traits, the physiognomic pursuit of the
1920s gravitated more toward a categorization of social types.
A key feature of Weimar Germany’s physiognomic ambition was its potential to
serve as an instrument of control. An artificially imposed order provided stability in a
state of post-war chaos. It created a need for social belonging and thus left no room for
aberrance. Weimar Germany’s illustrated press heavily promoted the idea that outer form
relates to inner character. Physiognomy was depicted as “visual skill essential to modern
life and possible to be developed through experience.”41 An article published in 1927 in
the magazine Praktische Berlinerin illustrates this ambition (Figure 12). Targeted toward
the German housewife, the feature juxtaposes examples of one section (chin, lips, nose,
eyes, and forehead) of each of two faces and assigns them physiognomic traits. One
finds, for instance, the softly outlined, “good-natured” nose contrasted with the sharply
outlined, “egotistical” nose.
In Weimar Germany, psychological truth shifted away from Freudian
explanations that have to do with the subconscious, toward the tangibility and stability of
41
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the external body. In the midst of a collective feeling of identity-loss after the war, people
searched for tools to understand what it means to be German. “Time of crisis,” Daniel
Magilow writes in his Photography of Crisis, “sparked reflection on questions of
personal and national self-definition.” 42 Physiognomy seemed to offer a key, not only to
self-reflection but also to a historical understanding of German identity.
Hundreds of physiognomy-themed publications came out during the Weimar
years. Many of them employed the genre of portrait photography. The physiognomic
craze of the 1920s, however, permeated a much wider range of disciplines beyond
cultural production – philosophy, medicine, criminology, to name only a few. Whether it
was used for the political left, to idealize the proletarian and highlight the injustices of
capitalism, or for the right, to offer proof of Germanic superiority and non-Aryan
degeneracy, physiognomy became a highly politicized (and effective) tool in inter-war
Germany. This chapter examines representations of both political spectra. August
Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit and Helmar Lerski’s Köpfe des Alltags serve as examples that
emerged from a socialist background, while Erna Lendvai-Dircksen’s Das Deutsche
Volksgesicht or The Face of the German People represents a counterpart from a
nationalist perspective.
Published in 1929, Sander’s work is likely the best-known and most blatant
example for the systematic and comparative nature of a physiognomic photo book. In
sixty portraits, taken between 1910 and 1929, the photographer intended to investigate
German identity (Figure 13). Direct frontal poses, sharp focus, and traditional half- and
three-quarter portrait formats (cropped above the knees or around the waist area) are the
42

Daniel H. Magilow, The Photography of Crisis. The Photo Essays of Weimar Germany
(Pennsylvania: Penn. State University Press, 2012), 93.
29

main devices Sander employed for his cross-section of modern society. He divided his
portfolio in seven different groups: “The Farmer,” “The Skilled Tradesman,” “The
Woman,” “The Classes and Professions,” “The Artist,” “The City,” and “The Last
People.” When read as a photo-essay, Sander’s book presents a classic rise and fall
narrative. It begins with the honest, hard working farmer, moves through the working
class, into bourgeoisie, bohemia, aristocracy, and ends with the decline of society in
poverty and unemployment. Despite the photographer’s claim of universality, Sander
found most of his models in relative vicinity to his home in Cologne. Several of his sitters
were friends, family members, or colleagues from the socialist artist group he had
belonged to at the time, the Gruppe Progressive Künstler (Group of Progressive Artists).
He had selected the photographs for Antlitz der Zeit from his larger project Menschen des
20. Jahrhunderts (People of the Twentieth Century), which he was unable to finish due to
Germany’s decline into National Socialism. In his introductory text, German novelist
Alfred Döblin claims that the outcome of Sander’s semi-scientific approach delivers the
tenor of the cultural, class, and economic history of the last thirty years. Within the
discrepancies between depicted social classes, Döblin locates the seat of the tensions of
their era.
Helmar Lerski’s Köpfe des Alltags, published three years later in 1931, is yet
another example of a Weimar photo book with the claim to take a physiognomic
inventory of its time. (Figure 14).While it differs in many ways from Sander’s Antlitz der
Zeit, it is a similarly successful presentation of its own Zeitgeist, and its ideological
agenda resides in the political left as well. Before Lerski established his reputation as a
photographer, he was best known for his work as a cameraman in the burgeoning German
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film industry. Unquestionably, Lerski’s portraits in Köpfe des Alltags are a continuation
of his trademark style as a filmmaker: intensely lit, tightly cropped close-ups of faces.
Prior to the book’s appearance, Lerski’s portraits were included in an exhibition with the
title Gezeichnet oder Geknipst (Drawn or Snapped), which compared photographic
portraits with those painted or drawn by German Expressionists and New Objectivity
artists such as Max Beckmann, Lovis Corinth, or Otto Dix. In an exhibition review, Curt
Glaser, then director of the Staatliche Kunstbibliothek in Berlin, praised Lerski’s portraits
and implicitly bestowed upon them a physiognomic quality. Glaser claimed that their
idiosyncratic cropping and lighting techniques “create more interesting studies than
absolutely convincing portraits. Psychology is seen in them more than achieved by
them.”43 Several months thereafter, he organized an exhibition of Lerski’s portraits at the
Kunstbibliothek, for which Köpfe des Alltags can function as an exhibition catalogue.
Glaser, whose efforts substantially contributed to the book’s publication and success,
penned its foreword. He explained therein that the photographer had handpicked his
models from within the long lines of local unemployment offices. Moreover, Glaser
emphasized that Lerski’s models belong entirely to socially marginalized groups,
impoverished through inflation and suffering from the economic hardships of post-war
Germany.
The sequence of 80 portraits in Köpfe des Alltags appears uninterrupted by text.
An index at the beginning of the book denotes the sitter’s social identity. It bestows rather
dispassionate labels such as maid, beggar, accountant, wife, or reporter upon its sitters.
Although the accuracy of Lerski’s taxonomic social identifications is uncertain, they
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stand in stark contrast with the emotional intensity of his images. The photographer used
mirrors, lighting techniques, and alternating sharp and soft focuses for his extreme close
up shots. With their excessive amount of detail, his pictures oscillate between legibility
and abstraction on the one hand, and are unified by the conveyance of a sense of
spirituality on the other. Similar to the process of a film camera that captures the
unfolding of a scene in time, Lerski used long exposure times and multiple angles of the
same face to create temporality. Moreover, the long sitting times of his portraits inspire
their comparison to daguerreotypes and death mask photographs. One can observe how,
required to sit still for extended time spans, faces take on either an unnaturally
constrained expression, or a sleep (or death-) like muscle relaxation. Photographed from
below, Lerski’s faces often have a far-away expression and seem to levitate in the realm
of the spiritual. The portraits reveal the photographer’s efforts to enchant his images with
occult qualities that have to do with the afterlife and the search of the soul. The sitters’
frequently down-cast eyes invite a voyeuristic gaze. Similar to the eternally closed eyes
of a death mask photograph, onlookers can observe Lerski’s Köpfe, while at the same
time remaining unobserved.
Despite Glaser’s insistence on the physiognomic character of Köpfe des Alltags,
the book does not exhibit the clear-cut objectivity that can be found in its
contemporaneous publications such as Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit. In contrast to Sander’s
work, Lerski discards structural categorization, written guidance, or legible class
symbolism. As previously mentioned, he frequently photographed his models multiple
times. In fact, Lerski chose to represent only seven of the thirty sitters with a single
photograph, the rest appear in series, photographed from varying perspectives.
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Photographs of the same sitter, however, often look like they belong to different people.
As Lerski’s camera moves around his faces, the sequence takes on a performative
character. Unlike Sander, Lerski rarely shows paraphernalia to identify his subject’s
social position. As he relies entirely on the human face, the connection between social
standing and appearance seems arbitrary. Pepper Stetler wrote: “Ultimately, Köpfe des
Alltags reveals the arbitrary nature of physiognomy [...] The book created an opportunity
for free association rather than a system of fixed meaning.”44
This stands in stark contrast to the works of Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, who
published the photo book Das Deutsche Volksgesicht (The Face of the German People) a
year later, in 1932 (Figure 15). Though Lerski and Lendvai-Dircksen may share some
stylistic preferences, such as that for lowered camera angles and face close-ups, their
ideological intentions could not have been more opposite. Das Deutsche Volksgesicht
encompasses a series of twelve books. Each volume is devoted to a region of Germany
represented by the faces of its indigenous inhabitants. Lendvai-Dircksen aimed to provide
a comprehensive categorical inventory of German cultures and traditions. She attempted
to capture a unifying Germanic spirit throughout all regions. Her endeavor made her one
of Nazi Germany’s most popular photographers. She often focused on the faces of the
elderly, showing coarse grey hair and wrinkled countenances gazing upward with a
mixture of hope and pride. In other instances, she photographed young blonde children in
traditional dress in a playful yet self-confident posture. Like Sander, Lendvai-Dircksen
used social signs to establish identity. Her images often are accompanied by Germanic
poems or short descriptions that further emphasize iconic heroism. The faces of Das
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Deutsche Volksgesicht are aestheticized, idealized, and, most importantly, highly
politicized.
Today the physiognomic craze of early twentieth-century Europe is understood as
a fundamentally misguided, bigoted, racially problematic pursuit. It is known that it was a
response to the instability of social identity, affected by Germany’s economic crises and a
resurgence of racial theories. The comprehensive body of photographic work that derived
from this development makes clear that photographs did not in fact speak for themselves.
Style, framing devices, structure, sequencing – all contributed to the narrative the
photographer or editor had concocted. The format of the photo book played an essential
role, for it implied the ability to communicate knowledge. These publications collected
people, reframed, sequenced, and categorized them – all to articulate their specific vision
of a connection between an isolated part and a unified whole.
The three Weimar photo books of death masks, which are the subject of the
following chapter, are no exception. Here, the images invite the viewer to put his or her
expectations of a public figure’s appearance to the test. Does the Prussian king radiate
strength and power as expected? Does the saint’s face reflect humility and goodnaturedness? Can one recognize Lessing’s or Pushkin’s genius in their features? While
the depicted faces may not be defined by the photographer’s subjectivity as much as this
is the case in, for instance, Lerski’s work, these three publications nonetheless underpin
society’s faith in types at the time.
In Das deutsche Lichtbild, an annual publication devoted to contemporary
photography, German psychologist and Rassenforscher (race researcher) Ludwig
Ferdinand Clauss criticized the posed behavior people often adopt in front of the camera.
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He claims that it decreased visual legibility and deems it the photographer’s
responsibility to capture a truthful expression of life.45 Clauss praised Lerski’s method of
prolonged sitting times and perspectival variation for its ability to reveal a wider
spectrum of the subject’s inner being. Photographs of death masks, it seems, could offer
the onlooker an even greater opportunity to find physiognomic truth without the
corruption of the conscious sitter.
In his review of Richard Langer’s Totenmasken, art historian Rudolf Arnheim
bestows upon photographs of death masks the ability to train the onlooker’s
physiognomic eye, for “the relaxation of the face [in death] leads to the clear
visualization of character.”46 In order to elucidate the role of the death mask photo book
as physiognomic device, the following chapter compares and contrasts three Weimar
examples: Egon Friedell’s Das Letzte Gesicht, Ernst Benkard’s Das Ewige Antlitz, as
well as Richard Langer’s Totenmasken.
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Chapter 3. Das Ewige Antlitz, Totenmasken, Das letzte Gesicht – a comparison
The onset of Weimar Germany’s infatuation with death mask photographs is
marked by the publication of the first of three photo books about death masks in 1926, by
art historian Ernst Benkard. Das Ewige Antlitz contains a collection of 112 photographs
of death masks that Benkard gathered up from various archives and collections. A
historic introduction of the death mask, comprehensive biographies of the people whose
masks appear in the book, as well as short histories of their masks accompany the images.
Between 1926 and 1935, nineteen editions of Benkard’s book were printed. It was
immediately followed by two successors, making further evident the general desire for a
new, aestheticized experience of death. Richard Langer published Totenmasken a year
later, in 1927 (Figure 16). It is much larger than its predecessor (an object, more than a
book, really) and is distinguished by the intriguing fact that the introduction was written
by a psychiatrist, not an art historian. Moreover, only one photographer, Carola Langer,
Richard Langer’s wife, photographed all death masks included in Totenmasken. Another
two years thereafter, art historian Egon Friedell published another, much smaller version
of similar content, and named it Das letzte Gesicht (Figure 17). Its compact size made it
more affordable and thus accessible to a broader audience. Friedell also moved away
from historical references, to a more romanticized, mystic approach in which he invites
the spectator to experience the effect of the death mask without much contextual
interference. Das letzte Gesicht contains 76 images of death masks taken by various
photographers and collected by Friedell from sources similar to Benkard’s. All three
books assemble masks of historic figures from politics, religion and the arts. There’s a
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large degree of overlap in the books’ selection, which includes names such as Schiller,
Lessing, Newton, Beethoven, Napoleon I, Dostojewski and many more.
Das Ewige Antlitz, the pioneer among the three Weimar death mask publications,
contains more text than its two successors. The selection of masks differs in that it
reaches further back into history, including masks from as early as the 14th century.
Benkard opens his book by stating that death masks are “works of art created in the
workshop of nature and yet supernatural objects as well.”47 Thus he asserts their value
beyond aesthetic object, as a symbol for the mystery that is human existence. He then
segues into a comprehensive historic survey of death masks, which echoes that recounted
in chapter one of this thesis. Benkard refers to Heraclitus when he concludes that, aside
from its historic application, the death mask also marks a last appearance in a world in
which no one can plunge into the same river twice. The object’s eeriness is that it exists
outside of familiar transience. Benkard ends his essay thus: “And because the death mask
stands like a gatekeeper between that which we call life and that which we call death, it
will forever possess other-worldly character and cannot be compared with the experience
of a sunrise, nightfall or a new day.”48
A short text by figurative sculptor Georg Kolbe follows, in which the artist speaks
of his own experience as caster of death masks. He describes the process of casting first
the negative then the positive imprint, and how the deceased ought to be propped up
47
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properly in order to avoid displacement of limp facial muscles. Kolbe also clarifies the
popular misconception that a mask should be cast after the onset of rigor mortis. It is only
immediately after a person’s passing, when blood is still fluid, that his or her features
assume the expression of salvation, which survivors expect in the countenance of a lost
one.
Das Ewige Antlitz is structured in three parts: the text section with a foreword and
a historic and technical introduction to the subject matter, followed by an image section,
which consists of 123 photographs of death masks in chronological order, and finally
another text, in which quite comprehensive biographies and provenances of the
photographs are provided. Every page of the book displays one picture accompanied by a
small caption stating name and date of birth and death of the person whose mask is
depicted. The author assembled the photographs from archives, historic institutions, or
photo agencies (the latter had just begun to emerge due to the exponential growth of the
photographic market and the increased demand for reproductions of art works and
architectural views). The image section begins with the fifteenth-century mask of
Bernardino da Siena (Figure 18), whose corpse, according to the appendix, was exhibited
at the dome of Aquila for twenty-six days before being buried. Since this elaborate
funerary ritual took place in the South of Italy during the month of May, the author was
led to the assumption that effigies, as opposed to real bodily remains, were exhibited.
Thus the production of Bernardino da Siena’s death mask is explained and justified
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further by the added note that it subsequently served as prototype for sculptures of the
saint.49
Benkard presents two views of Bernardino da Siena’s mask, one frontal and, on
the following page, a profile view. This visual strategy occurs several times throughout
the book. It allows the reader to grasp the three-dimensionality of the mask and thus to
familiarize oneself better with its bearer’s face. The brittleness of the depicted mask
speaks to its old age (Bernardino died in 1444). Moreover, it is the only mask surrounded
by an outside element, specifically what looks like a bed of artificial leaves. The majority
of masks are set in front of a black background. Sometimes they are depicted mounted on
a wall and sometimes a horizontal line indicates a ground or pedestal below the mask
(Figure 19). The formal image section concludes with the famous death mask of
L’Inconnue de la Seine (see fig. 3). A second, independent series of photographs follows,
in which facsimiles of death masks, masks that were cast from living models, busts, as
well as a drawing of Goethe on his deathbed are included.
Langer’s Totenmasken differs in many ways from its antecedent Das Ewige
Antlitz. Psychiatrist Hans Walter Gruhle, who made himself a name for his research on
the relationship between criminology and psychology, composed its foreword. Gruhle
begins by providing the reader with a historical survey about physiognomy. He covers Le
Brun’s exposition on the expressivity of eyebrows, Descartes’ Passiones Animae, Peter
Camper’s research on the relationship between affect and facial muscle, and Aristotle’s
and Homer’s comparisons between physical features and character traits of animals and
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humans (brave lion, devious fox, etc.)50. The author then offers his own take on the
ability to bestow character traits onto facial features and the limitations inherent to such
endeavor. He asserts: “One would dilute the definition of law if one were to speak of a
law of mimic expressivity”.51 Thus the author recognizes the complexity of interpreting
mimic movement, let alone the symbolism of emotional states embossed on the face. He
recognizes that it is often intuition that leads to physiognomic assumptions; as such they
are ill-suited for scientific theory.
Gruhle asserts that there is pleasure in the symbolism of form. Humans, he
believes, want to bestow attributes that we associate with virtue, wisdom and so on, onto
subjects of our admiration. Likewise, this desire may become a source of disappointment
when a revered person looks indeed very different from what one had imagined. It seems,
Gruhle points out, that humans do not have specific expectations in physical appearance,
as we tend to exclude possible physical traits. Psychologically, the author continues, the
mind is practically incapable to contemplate a term without associating an image. Thus
there is an inherent search for what we believe to be the true image of a person. Here we
are reminded of Roland Barthes’ quest for his mother’s essence in a photograph. A
photograph, Gruhle remarks, will rarely have that ability, for it will either merely depict a
snapshot of a unique expression that is not characteristic of the sitter, or the portrait is
biased by the photographer’s intentions and style.
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The author concedes that these limitations apply to the photograph of the death
mask as well. Here too, the photographer will strive to capture the mask in a way that
emphasizes what he or she deems relevant. And while a death mask, due to the nature of
its genesis, will inherently be emotive, when expectations of the dead’s appearance are
not satisfied, it can harbor alienation as well. “Death is a mediocre portraitist,” Goethe
said, and thus instructed against the casting of his countenance after his passing (all three
books contain a life mask of Goethe)52. Skepticism, however, cannot eliminate the
enchanting effect of the countenance of the dead and its powerful symbolism. The masks,
Gruhle writes, “speak for themselves and may bring joy to many, not that of scientific
discovery, but the kind one feels when contemplating a work of art.”53
Totenmasken was originally intended to contain intriguing masks of unknown
faces, but the focus eventually shifted towards countenances of renowned kings, popes,
poets, musicians, scholars, and actors. Richard Langer assembled the masks from the
collections of the Düsseldorfer Kunstakademie, the Anthropologic-Ethnographic
Museum of Dresden (which used to be the German headquarters of phrenology), and the
Berlin based company Gebrüder Micheli, which provided numerous photographs of
masks to the other publications. Carola Langer photographed all sixty-seven masks in
similar scale, in front of a black background. Differences in head sizes thus remain
faithful. A short index indicates name, occupation, and dates of birth and death of the
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depicted persons. Single page, centered photo plates captioned with names follow the
index.
In Das letzte Gesicht, the last of the three Weimar death mask publications,
Friedell begins his introduction with a critique of the skepticism that had dominated
previous times. A new type of man, he claims, has made his threatening appearance: that
of the “Skeptiker des Lebens,” or the “skeptical of life.” Trapped in that dark chamber of
faith, man suddenly discovered the flickering light of a new certainty. One that is
unspeakable and thus not refutable with words. It is unfathomable and intangible – a
certainty consisting in doubt about a world beyond physical matter. According to
Friedell, it is mysticism that together with skepticism forms the very foundation of human
thinking. He then quotes Freud, who considered the greatest grievances for the human
ego to be: first, the end of heliocentrism brought about by Copernicus; second, Darwin’s
scientific discourse on man’s origins, and his kinship with animals; and third,
psychology’s exposure of the dominance of our subconscious over the conscious mind.
For Friedell, the subconscious is representative of our awareness of the existence of a
superior being beyond physical matter. He insists that humanity had in fact never been as
advanced before, for it has rid itself of the self-aggrandizing stronghold of the ego. To see
the omnipotent, all-encompassing cosmic spirit, Friedell concludes, one must only behold
the countenance of the dead or – their death masks. If the worldly is represented by
everything empirical, the author explains, then the death mask can evince all that lies
outside of that realm. It paradoxically reveals our immortality and proves that life does
not end with death. Like a diagram, it sums up a person’s essence and is key to
understanding his or her intelligible character. Friedell ends his introduction with a
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description of the death mask of actor Josef Kainz, which he owns and which is included
in the book. He claims that, hung in his study, the mask mysteriously changes its
expression every time he looks at it and that that is a metaphor to its bearer’s profession.
Because Kainz assumed multiple roles throughout his life, his face reflects the ability to
change, even in death. Thus the death mask, according to Friedell, reveals its owner’s
true essence, the reality that hides enthroned behind the physical world, the soul.
Such is the tone of Friedell’s introduction, which is followed by a short index
providing names and short biographies of the people from whom the depicted masks
were cast. Often, the biographical text speaks more to circumstances of a person’s death
than to their life. It frequently states the name and position of the person who cast the
mask and its location at the time of publication. The index is followed by the book’s main
part – a series of sixty-eight photographs with small captions that provide name, as well
as date and location of the person’s birth and death. The photographs appear on doublefacing pages and show all masks in similar scale, cropped before a black background.
The masks appear in chronological order according to their bearer’s date of death. Each
mask is represented through one photograph only, and the sequence concludes with the
often-mentioned l’Inconnue de la Seine.
In summary, even though the three books share one subject, and despite the fact
that they include many of the same masks, they differ in many aspects indeed. Benkard’s
publication is the first of its kind, which manifests in several details. He added a
comprehensive history of the death mask, covered a wider chronological range than his
successors, and included masks that are not strictly speaking death masks (those which
are cast from living subjects, for instance) in a separate section. Moreover, Benkard paid
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less attention to visual continuity, meaning that background colors, as well as scale and
positioning of masks may vary from image to image. Thus the author’s approach seems
more scholastic; faithful to his intention to familiarize an audience with a fascinating
phenomenon they may not have encountered before.
Totenmasken can be considered an art book, more than a book of non-fiction.
With its impressive scale of approximately thirteen by eleven inches, it is a classic coffee
table object. Its images all occupy the right page, while the left page is left blank. The
images are similar in quality (which is due to the fact that they were all photographed by
the same photographer), scale, and appearance. The author, it is clear, paid considerably
more attention to the aesthetics of his publication then his predecessor, revealing the
masks as objects to be examined for their visual qualities.
Das letzte Gesicht, it seems, marks the end of a success-story. By the time of its
publication, the phenomenon of the death mask had lost its novel character. It had been
written about abundantly, and people were widely familiar with the subject. Friedell’s
intention was not to unravel something new, but to make it accessible to a broader social
spectrum. On the one hand, Das letzte Gesicht is considerably smaller (seven by five
inches) and thus more affordable than Benkard’s and Langer’s publications. On the other,
Friedell’s foreword greatly contrasts from the other books’ written sections. It is an
entirely subjective, sentimental, and hackneyed text from which the reader derives not so
much information about the subject, than the opinion of the author.

44

Chapter 4. Martin Heidegger’s analogy of the photograph / death mask /
photograph of the death mask trilogy in the examination of Kant’s schematism
This chapter explores a fascinating instance, in which the photograph of the death
mask has been used as an analogy by Martin Heideger as means to dissect one of the
most foundational parts of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason - that of schematism. Several
scholars have considered the image in terms of the photographed death mask (the
aforementioned Susan Sontag and André Bazin, for instance). On the one hand, its
intrinsic double indexicality lends itself to such an exercise. On the other hand, photo
collections of death masks, in particular Ernst Benkard’s Das Ewige Antlitz, intrigued
contemporary intellectuals and artists alike, and reappeared in a large variety of cultural
productions of the time.
In 1929, two years after the release of Das Ewige Antlitz, Martin Heidegger
published Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, or, as generally referred to, his Kant
book. It is safe to assume that Heidegger, like so many others, encountered and was
struck by Benkard’s death mask book, and that he furthermore recognized it as an
excellent example of an image of an image. Thus, when Heidegger arrives at his analysis
of schematism, which he considers the very core of Kant’s first Critique (“with a
wonderful certainty [it] leads to the heart of the whole problematic of the Critique of
Pure Reason”54), he begins with a deconstruction of the image. He exemplifies this
enterprise by deploying, among a few other things, the analogy of the photograph of the
death mask. The following pages aim to interpret why Heidegger may have resorted to
this particular analogy, and how it aids his explanation of Kant’s schematism. I will
furthermore consult Jean-Luc Nancy’s The Ground of the Image, in which the author
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looks at Heidegger’s text, and of course I shall revisit the very source of these
expositions, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.
Kant’s inquiry into perception investigates how humans bring objects represented
to us in space and time to cognition. In the faculty of sensibility, we receive information
from the outside world through the five senses. It is raw sense data, so to say, received in
passivity. Perception then takes place in the faculty of imagination. Imagination, or the
faculty of presentation, takes care of sensation and collects sensory data into a perception.
Kant distinguishes between productive imagination and reproductive or receptive
imagination. The latter refers to the faculty of the original presentation of the object in
space and time, while the former is the product of fantasy and memory (such as the work
of an artist, for instance). Now, intuitions, according to Kant, are representations of the
pure manifold of space and time. The synthesis of this manifold is the effect of
imagination. Thus imagination brings forth a Gestalt. The faculty of understanding, then,
brings the perception so synthesized in line with knowledge. It provides for our ability to
judge and has authority over the other faculties in that it subsumes representations under
concepts.
Kant distinguishes here between empirical and pure concepts, the second having
its origin solely in pure understanding, lacking an image of sensibility. But how does
understanding create this unity in the synthesized manifold of a pure intuition? “If we
abstract from all content of a judgment in general, and attend only to the mere form of the
understanding in it,” he writes, “we find that the function of thinking in that can be
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brought under four titles, each of which contains under itself three moments.”55 Kant
introduces four categories, or functions of the understanding: Quantity of Judgments
(with the sub-moments of Universal, Particular, and Singular), Quality (with the submoments of Affirmative, Negative, and Infinite), Relation (with the sub-moments of
Categorical, Hypothetical, and Disjunctive), and Modality (with the sub-moments of
Problematic, Assertoric, and Apodictic).
Because these categories are independent of our sensibility, they are a priori
functions of understanding. Thus they occupy the realm of the transcendental. In other
words, because pure concepts (categories) are a represented universal, they cannot be
represented by a single representation, which is what an intuition always is. A universal
concept, consequently, cannot be put into an image. It is not intuitable. How, then, can
the concept relate to an intuition a priori? Or, how is the subsumption of an intuition
under a pure concept possible? Kant offers his answer in his transcendental deduction: It
is through the schema, a product of transcendental imagination, that things given to us in
intuition can relate to the pure categories of the understanding, i.e. to a priori concepts.
A transcendental schema is a bridge between the categories and appearances and
makes the application of one to the other possible. On the one end of this bridge, are pure
intuitions of space and time (our forms of sensibility), which are independent from the
categories of the understanding. On the other end are the categories or the pure concepts
of the understanding, which have nothing spatial or temporal in them and cannot be
encountered in intuition. Thus the schema is a mediating third entity, which “must be
pure, without anything empirical, and yet intellectual on the one hand and sensible on the
55
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other.”56 This mediation takes place by means of the application of time, which is the
inner form of all of our intuition. The mind, according to Kant’s schematism, produces
schematized versions of the categories of the pure concepts of the understanding. He
explains it as follows:
A transcendental time determination is homogenous with the category, which
constitutes its unity in so far as it is universal and rests on a rule a priori. But it is
on the other hand homogenous with appearance in so far as time is contained in
every empirical representation of the manifold. Hence an application of a category
to appearances becomes possible by means of the transcendental time
determination, which as the schema of the concept of the understanding mediates
the subsumption of the latter under the former.57
Schemata, therefore, are rules about determination with regard to how things are
constituted in time. Heidegger puts it this way: “As a schema in general [time] represents
unities, and it represents them as rules which bear upon a possible aspect. According to
the transcendental deduction, the unities represented in the [categories] have an essential
and necessary relation to time. The schematism of the pure concepts of the
understanding, therefore, must necessarily introduce these concepts into time as the rules
thereof.”58 With regard to transcendental aesthetics, Kant writes that time is “the
necessary representation that grounds all intuitions.”59 While appearances can be
removed from time, time cannot be removed. Hence time is given a priori. Time is the
universal condition of the possibility of appearances. It is the pure image of the schemata
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of the pure concepts of the understanding and therefore, also the mean by which
schemata present a pure intuition.
Schemata, again, are a product of pure imagination, and schematize the categories
in specific ways, which Kant lists with varying attention to each of the four categories
and their sub-categories. For the purpose of this thesis, it shall suffice to focus on the
schematisms of the four main categories exclusively. In the category of Quantity, the
time series is constituted through the pure schema of magnitude, which is number. The
representation of number summarizes the successive addition of one homogenous unit to
another. In the category of Quality, schemata are represented through the content of time,
for something is real, when it appears in time. In the category of Relation, schemata show
how contents of time relate to each other within the omnipresence of time. Lastly, in the
category of Modality, schemata represent the idea that time itself is the condition of the
existence of something. Thus, schemata are a priori time-determinations that regulate a.)
time-series in the category of Quantity, b.) content of time in the category of Quality, c.)
order of time in the category of Relation, and d.) sum total of time in the category of
Modality. Time, according to Kant, is non-transitory and constant, while all else changes.
“It provides the pure aspect of permanence in general.”60 And since time is permanent, it
reveals the image of change in permanence.
Because pure imagination brings about the schema of an image by connecting it
with pure intuition (time), the schema can be referred to as the intuitive perceptibility of
an image. One could say that the schema foresees the vision of the union between
sensible material and the concept. Within the procedure of forming this intuitive
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perceptibility of the image, the schema itself forms something like an image (though nonsensible), or the possibility of the formation of an image. In Heidegger’s words: “the act
of finite intuition as such is not able to create the essent intuited. Hence, sensibilization
must be a reception of something, which is formed in the very act of reception itself, i.e.,
it must be an aspect, which, however, does not present the essent.”61 Thus the schema is a
non-sensible image (Heidegger will refer to it as schema-image, but I shall return to that
at a later point) of how something presents itself in general, to be distinguished from the
image presented in sensibility.
It becomes understandable then, that Heidegger uses the notion of the image and
the variations thereof as point of departure in his analysis of schematism. He begins by
deconstructing the image as follows: “Ordinarily, the term image means: the Anblick
(aspect) of a definite essent (Seiendes) so far as it is manifest as something actually
present. This essent offers an aspect of itself.”62 This first image hence forms through
empirical intuition of that which reveals itself as present in time. It is an Anblick that
makes itself seen. It offers its appearance to us and is thus directed toward us. It is helpful
to note here that the literal translation of Anblick would be look, which implies that the
thing looks at us as well (es blickt uns an). This first Anblick can then be extended to a
second form of the image, the Abbild (copy or likeness). It reproduces that which reveals
itself immediately in time. In revealing itself, the Abbild also reveals that which it
reproduces. A first metaphor given by Heidegger here is that of the photograph, which
shows itself as photograph on the one hand, and as the photographed thing showing itself
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on the other. Jean-Luc Nancy summarizes Heidegger’s first two forms of the image as
follows: “What is present at hand (vorhanden) can be represented in the sense of copied.
But what presents itself does so always in its own showing-itself.” 63 This leads me to the
third Heideggerian category of the image, which consists of first the Nachbild (afterimage), which represents something that is no longer present, and second the Vorbild
(model), which is the fore-image of a thing yet to be created. In summary, the three ways
in which Kant uses the expression image and which, according to Heidegger, deserve
clearer differentiation than originally provided are: the immediate aspect of an essent, a
given reproductive aspect of an essent, and an aspect of something in general, essent or
non-essent.
Finally, then, I arrive at the reason of why this chapter asserts itself as relevant for
my thesis. To elucidate his dissection of the image, Heidegger will use the photograph of
the death mask as analogy of a reproduction of a reproduction. If we are to join him in
this mental exercise, it would look roughly like this: The thing the photograph of the
death mask immediately represents is the death mask; thus, it reveals the image of the
deceased himself, or of the way he shows himself to us (the translation of ‘how he looks’
is ‘wie er aussieht,’ which literally means how he looks outward). Thus, there is an
Abbild of the Anblick itself, as a showing–itself that shows itself as a gaze turned toward
us (because the primary image, the Anblick, shows itself to us). Furthermore, our
photograph reveals the image of the death mask, which is itself an image, because it
provides an image of how the deceased appeared. Next, the photograph shows how
something resembling a death mask appears in general (and the death mask in turn
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reveals how the face of a corpse generally looks, which, of course, a particular corpse
reveals as well). Heidegger then mentions how the death mask itself can also reveal how
a death mask appears in general, just like the photograph shows not only what it
reproduces but also how a photograph looks per se, but one could easily dispose of this
remark since the analogy had already reached completion beforehand.
According to Jean-Luc Nancy, the dissection of the image unfolds as follows:
“The image gives itself to be seen by resembling a seeing; the visible presents itself by
seeing. The primary image is always also like a gaze; it is therefore image by being at the
same time what opposes itself to the gaze and what opens itself as gaze.”64 This idea of
the primary image looking at the viewer, as something to be looked at, is what makes
possible the creation of an image, the coming into presence of something as something. It
is the antecedence of the image to itself, and constitutes the operation of schematism. The
different aspects of the deceased, the mask, and the photograph in Heidegger’s metaphor
“reveal how something appears in general through the one which applies to many. But
the unity, which applies to many, is what the representation represents according to the
modality of concepts. These aspects, then, are to provide for the sensibilization of the
concepts.”65
In summary, if one dissects the process of sensibilization (Versinnlichung)
according to the three different meanings of the expression of the image, one arrives first
at an immediate empirical intuition, which is followed by the immediate apprehension of
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a reproduction presenting the aspect of an essent. To explain the sensibilization of an
empirical concept, Heidegger deploys the example of a house (Kant uses a dog). How
does one recognize that what one sees when looking at a house, belongs to the category
of house? What is the range of possible modes of appearances and how is it delimited?
How does this one house present an aspect that corresponds to its nature as house? To
regulate the insertion of this complex into the particular empirical aspect, a rule needs to
be applied. A concept can only unify the synthesis of the manifold of the intuition if a
rule regulates the insertion of the concept into the intuition. There is no immediate
intuitive aspect of a concept in sensibilization. What emerges in an empirical intuition is
the mode of regulation through which the rule is made manifest. Conceptual unity thus
manifest itself not as unifying, but as regulative, which is why we perceive conceptual
unity as rule. Heidegger writes: “The rule is represented in the how of its regulation, that
is, according to the manner in which, in regulating the presentation, it inserts itself in, and
imposes itself on, the aspect which presents the presentation.”66 Here is where Heidegger
arrives at the core of his definition of Kant’s schematism, for it is the procedure of
providing an image for a concept, which takes place in intuition. The schema, Heidegger
asserts, is the representation of this universal procedure. It possesses the character of an
image, for it is an image of the concept. Thus Heidegger introduces the term schemaimage, which ought to be distinguished from the regular image, for it is neither an image
in the first form of the Anblick, nor in the second form of the Abbild.
Vis-à-vis the sensible and empirical concept (the house or the dog) stands the
sensible and pure concept, which both Heidegger and Kant exemplify by use of the
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mathematical concept of the triangle or the number. Here too, the image of the thing
could never be fully adequate to its concept. “For it would not attain the generality of the
concept, which makes this valid for all triangles, right or acute, etc., but would always be
limited to one part of this sphere.”67 Hence the schema of the sensible and pure concept
can exist only in thought, where Heidegger would denominate it the schema-image,
which “signifies a rule of the synthesis of the imagination with regard to pure shapes in
space.”68
Thus I arrive at the end of my attempt to unravel Kant’s schematism and
Heidegger’s reading thereof, and by doing so, I represent yet another intriguing aspect of
the photograph of the death mask – one that is purely theoretical, but nonetheless utterly
unique to the nature of this subject. There lies, one must admit, a morbid irony in the
Heideggerian analogy, for when in the photograph of the death mask the deceased ought
to presents himself to us like the Abbild of an Anblick of an essent, he is expected to do
the one thing denied to him by the very nature of his circumstance. Though this
contradiction may be what makes Heidegger’s metaphorical experiment so compelling, it
certainly does not make it an easy exercise.
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Conclusion
When I first encountered death mask photography more than a decade ago, I knew
nothing about the plethora of meaning and intricacies the phenomenon holds. I was
reading the autobiography of one of my favorite authors, Elias Canetti, when I suddenly
stumbled upon the pages in which he describes his memorable first encounter with
Benkard’s Das Ewige Antlitz. I noticed that, when the author described his experience,
his tone abruptly changed. It became nostalgic and sentimental. I could feel the stillness
that had overcome him as he leafed through the pages. I knew immediately that I needed
to find this book, and see for myself the effect it had upon its reader. Shortly thereafter, I
held the peculiar publication in my hands for the first time, and realized that there is even
more to it than I had imagined.
And so I sit here now, concluding this thesis about something that had begun as
an arbitrary curiosity. It is only now that I understand why these images of death masks
have the ability to affect their beholder so strongly. In the context of the time of their
publication, these books related to loss, to the omnipresence of death, the search for
identity, the yearning for order in times of chaos. But outside of these specific cultural
and social connections, these photographs carry existential notions relevant to all times.
They contain a beginning and an end, the finite and the infinite, the subjective and the
objective, the temporal and the spatial. Indeed, they epitomize history and thus are a
symbol for the very fabric of human existence.
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